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Church signs and noticeboards are a real education. They often tell us more about what’s really going on than any amount of mission actions plans and vision statements. So you’ll still find the dog-eared coffee and flower rotas nestling up against the invitations to give blood, put your ciggy out, part with your cash for the damp-ridden church roof, come to the lunch club, attend a councillor’s surgery, learn yoga, join the scouts, and look after your handbag - not necessarily in that order.
But this jumble of disorganised life doesn’t look too slick, so, on the outside noticeboards we try and impose some order with the use of well-chosen slogans to attract the punters and let them know there’s a deeper meaning to it all.
So you have the classic, corny slogans like the free church just before junction 10 of the M6, which offers ‘last services before the motorway’; scripture-based examples like ‘dusty bibles lead to dirty lives’ and ‘fight truth decay study your Bible’; the more worrying ‘try Jesus - if you don’t like him the devil will always take you back’; the technologically savvy ‘our wireless provider is God’; the extremely unwitty ‘the best vitamin for a Christian is B1’ and the straightforwardly tetchy ‘staying in bed and shouting ‘Oh God!’ does not constitute going to church’. But my favourites are the slightly more sophisticated ‘sign broken message inside’, and the unfortunate message proudly displayed outside Hope Presbyterian church in the USA:  ‘No one is beyond the reach of the Love of God. Closed Sundays.’
And there we have the problem for those of us who want to see the church becoming more open. The love of God might be all-inclusive in theory, but if the doors of the church are shut in your face, theory isn’t going to do you much good. Branding and packaging don’t do a thing to heal broken hearts.

But does the idea of an all-inclusive church really hang together? Is it just a naïve dream, the last remnant of hippy free love, and the heady days of the 1960s when Bishop John Robinson of Honest to God fame spoke up for Lady Chatterley’s Lover? Don’t we know that the 60s dream ended in bad trips, nihilism and Mrs Thatcher?
There is a serious issue here. It’s the question of our need for boundaries, for limits, for fences, if freedom and identity are to have any substance. A church without borders could just be a fantasy, a whiff of smoke blown away in the wind, and certainly no match for the all too-organised forces that dominate the world. 
This is the fear of some conservative Christians: that the call for an inclusive church is effectively a call to abandon the church altogether, and with it any community which bears a distinctive Christian vocation in its memory, witness and hope. So I want to explore the the issue of inclusivity in dialogue with conservative Anglicans who fear that the communion of the church (Anglican, but also wider than that) is breaking down, that we have abandoned the living tradition which kept us catholic. I will set out their arguments, and offer some criticisms, before briefly outlining an alternative approach.
I begin with a quotation:
‘In place of the complex God revealed in Christ Jesus, a God of both judgement and mercy, a God whose law is meant to govern human life, we now have a God who is love and inclusion without remainder. The projected God of the liberal tradition is, in the end, no more than an affirmer of preferences.’

Those words are taken from a book published last year entitled The Fate of Communion. The Agony of Anglicanism and the Future of a Global Church. Its authors are Ephraim Radner and Philip Turner, two theologians of the Episcopal Church of the USA, part of the Anglican Communion (often know by its abbreviation ECUSA). As the book’s title suggests, ECUSA is at the centre of a crisis affecting the Anglican Communion and raising the question of whether that Communion has any future at all. It is of course a crisis in which the acceptability of same sex relationships is centre stage.
This paper is not about the specifics of this Anglican civil war, but the particular character of the controversy does throw up questions that are at the heart of ecclesiology. What is the nature of the church and in what does its identity consist? What unites it across different contexts? What is the nature of authority in the church and how should it be exercised? What are the limits of acceptable diversity, beyond which the church falls apart, or loses its integrity?
More immediately the ‘agony of Anglicanism’ underlies the arguments put forward by Radner and Turner, arguments I want to use as a critical foil for developing an ecclesiology for an inclusive church. Because – to declare my colours – I am a supporter of the movement in the Church of England called Inclusive Church, and jointly responsible (with Hugh Rayment-Pickard) for a book called The Inclusive God, both of which make the case that neither gender nor sexual orientation should be a bar to office or ordination in the church, and that faithful same sex unions are a source of grace and blessing which should be affirmed.

There are, of course, debates about whether this position is consistent with the Bible, which is in turn a question of how the Bible is interpreted. But the Bible does not exist in a vacuum. It is read in the context of the church’s worship and mission. It is a text that is always associated with a community, with traditions of interpretation, with a history of reception and application. Unless we are aware of this context, disputes about what the Bible says become arid stalemates, because those in debate are effectively talking different languages, making different assumptions about the kind of text the Bible is and the appropriate ways it is read.
Ecclesiology – the theology of the church - is therefore not an optional extra, but a way of giving attention to the context in which revelation is given, received and shared. For all its concern with structures and authorities, ecclesiology is earthed in the study of relationships, and what makes possible genuine communication, liberation and peace. It is also, of course, a study of those things that break and hinder communication, liberation and peace.

Those who are committed to exploring more inclusive forms of Christian faith cannot therefore simply leave the church to one side. And it is when we press this question of the church that the paradox referred to in my title emerges. I suggest that there are three dimensions to this paradox:
The first is a general point about any organisation which claims a minimum of coherent identity. No such organisation can simply be ‘inclusive’. It must have boundaries which, however loosely, define what it is and what it is not. A football team is not a counselling service, a local council is not a university. Each institution will be located in narratives and contexts, and will develop its own responses to its conditions. An organisation with no boundaries would not be organised in any meaningful sense. So making inclusion the primary mark of an institution’s identity is a sure way to dissolving that identity.

Secondly, a specific point about the Christian church. The way in which the church has been understood has varied enormously through history and across traditions. However, what remains constant is that it is defined in some way with reference to the Bible, to worship, to doctrine, to structures of authority and governance. More particularly, its identity is always related to the purposes and nature of God revealed in Jesus Christ. You don’t have to embrace the view that all non-Christians are on the path of damnation to recognise that the church makes claims about the nature of God, the world and humanity which are shaped by this scandal of particularity. An inclusive church looks suspiciously like a church which has abandoned the reality of Christ for a vaguely well-meaning, inoffensive, generalised religion, which might be soothing but can hardly be called Christian.
The third point follows on from this. Christianity demands conversion, the transformation of our personal and communal lives, the call to follow Christ and grow into his full stature. An inclusive church seems to abandon this call, heedlessly baptising any and every person, group and culture with which it comes into contact. It has lost the sense in which God continues to protest against human sin, to draw lines and to judge those behaviours which bring only fear and death in their wake.
What I have called the paradox of the inclusive church would, for many, simply be a contradiction. An organisation without boundaries, a Christianity without Christ, a faith without calling and conversion, mercy without judgement: it all adds up to very little. A religious veneer to life as usual, a comfort blanket for our wearied world.

Turner and Radner would no doubt be sympathetic to this criticism of inclusion. The passage with which I began derides the liberal God, who has lost all complexity, and forgotten that he is judge as well as saviour. But their opposition to the rhetoric of inclusivity is not just mockery. It’s based on a diagnosis of the ills of modern culture, which they claim are particularly strong in US society. And they develop a remedy for this sickness: a form of conservative Christianity which can’t be just dismissed as reactionary. So I want to explore what they are saying in a little more detail, because they challenge those of us who wish to promote inclusion to take seriously issues of theological truth, authority and the nature of the church. It is not good enough to use inclusion as a badge or slogan for our cause unless we are prepared to examine it critically. 

Radner and Turner are heavily indebted to what has been called the ‘new traditionalism’ in theology, a loose alliance of theologians who are united by their rejection of contemporary liberal secularism. Among their ranks we find the Methodist Stanley Hauerwas (who writes a glowing foreword for The Fate of Communion), the Anglican John Milbank, and the Catholic philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre. MacIntyre is clearly a major influence on our authors. He has argued against the idea that there is any free floating, universal reason, which we can call upon to solve our intellectual and moral arguments. That idea, he claims, is the product of the very specific ideology of modern liberalism. Liberalism is anti-traditional. It appeals to standards of reason which are supposed to be self-evident to any reasonable person, and to moral laws which apply to everyone in all situations. Liberalism seeks a consistent moral and rational framework for reality, independent of the limited, parochial and frankly superstitious traditions associated in particular in western Europe, with the church. 
However, MacIntyre argues that the framework which liberals produce is notoriously thin. It can’t deliver universal agreement. The best it can do is promote toleration and the rule of law, so that competing visions of reality can live side by side without coming to blows. Religion is tolerated as a private option, a preference, but not something that can be influential or persuasive in the public sphere. We can recognise in this the source of all sorts of contemporary controversies about whether people can wear religious symbols at work, whether society should fund faith schools, whether Catholic adoption agencies should have an opt-out from discrimination laws and so on.

MacIntyre argues that there is no easy way of resolving these disputes, because people are coming to them speaking different languages. They do not share a common moral universe. Disputes about abortion, for instance might well take account of medical views of the viability of the foetus, the development of the central nervous system and so on, but the moral dispute cannot be settled by the accumulation of more and more facts. The problem with liberalism is that it separates facts and values. It assumes there is a real world out there which science discovers, and then we come along and project our values on to it. But, MacIntyre argues, that’s not what actually goes on. Our values come first. They shape the kind of world we experience and the kind of things that count as evidence for us. And values are always rooted in stories and communities which articulate and sustain a moral vision of life. 
We therefore need community, with its standards of authority and belonging, its rituals, its stories, its moral examples, in order for people to be shaped as moral agents. Without this context, people become fragmented individuals, unable truly to connect with one another and vulnerable to whatever worldly powers happen to hold sway. Liberalism dethrones authority and tradition in the name of freedom, but its freedom is too abstract. It has no substance. And the suspicion arises that this is no accident. Liberal political thought and liberal religion in fact exist to serve liberal economics: the capitalist free market. Capitalism wants us to be individual consumers of reality, it wants to disperse all centres of opposition to its own hidden moral vision. It is happy with the kind of religious, tribal and ethnic identities that remain lifestyle options and private preferences, because this allows it to create niche markets. And the modern state exists to serve capital. It takes over the running of society, it claims a monopoly on the use of force, and so it creates an ordered setting in which our competitive, atomised lives can be lived out.

This critique is very much in the background of Radner and Turner’s rejection of inclusivity.  They argue that the American Episcopalian church has been particularly prone to lose its distinctive identity, and adapt itself to the surrounding environment. This is partly to do with the broader story of American history. Those who came as pilgrims and immigrants to what is now the USA had what they call a ‘primordialist ‘ mentality. In other words, they were leaving their past communities and traditions behind, and starting over in a new land, a pristine wilderness (never mind the Native Americans). In religious terms, this has led to a particularly American temptation to proliferate sects and denominations, as Christians again and again split from one another, seeking a pure form. Catholicity is sacrificed for the expression of preferences.
Radner and Turner identify two opposing versions of this tendency. On the one had are the liberals. Liberals embrace what is new and modern and progressive over what is traditional. They have an inbuilt bias in favour of change, a presumption that change equals progress. They declare themselves in favour of secular ideas of human rights and scientific reason, but they also accept the fact and desirability of pluralism – that there can be no single adequate interpretation of the world or of God, and that we should rejoice that we are fragmented into many competing visions. Let a hundred flowers bloom say the liberals. But the fact that we can hear the accents of Chairman Mao speaking through that saying might indicate that the liberal vision hides conflict and oppression at its heart.

Over and against the liberals Radner and Turner set the radical conservatives. The radical conservatives want to reject modern liberal ways, but they too have lost any sense of catholic tradition, and so they try to reinvent a pure Christianity from the bottom up. They are fundamentalists. They call people back to a literal interpretation of the Bible, for example, or possibly to an ancient form of liturgy. But this return is a revolutionary one, which aims to sweep away all present structures in its apocalyptic fervour. 
Liberals and radical conservatives might hate one another with a passion, but Radner and Turner claim that the most important thing about them is what they have in common.  They both turn their back on the slowly accumulated wisdom of tradition and life in communion, to call for a new beginning. They set up a timeless principle (it might be the idea of freedom, or the words of the Bible taken as an immutable law) which takes on an importance and life of its own way above the tried and tested ways in which a community has apprehended the truth, known the world and worshipped God. They are both guilty of a violent gesture. The besetting sin of liberals is to surrender to the forces of capitalism. That of radical conservatives is to turn into fascists.
So if these alternatives are both in thrall to modernity, what remains? Radner and Turner advocate a kind conservatism, whose approach is fundamentally different to either liberalism or radicalism. It is a dynamic, community-based conservatism. It accepts that the history of the church is often one of conflict and struggle. It accepts that whatever standards and rules of faith we have – the Bible, creeds, official doctrines – they have to be interpreted, their meaning has to be worked out by a living community. So this form of conservatism does not just say ‘back to the Bible’. It accepts that change does happen and that the church develops. But it can only develop faithfully and truly if it does so as a communion.

This means that for individuals and groups to break with the church and set up their own counter-church will be to break faith with what the church is called to be. Disputes should be resolved through community discernment, which demands patience and humility and due obedience to authority. For Anglicans, that authority is invested in bishops, as a reminder that it is people and not books or rules which issues commands. Bishops should be the ones who exercise authority within the slowly evolving life of the communion – and they should exercise discipline over those who break communion. 
This is clearly not a version of Biblical fundamentalism, but the Bible still plays a central role. The Anglican tradition, it is argued, is that the community’s life should be characterised by ‘immersion’ in scripture. The Bible is read in its entirety in the context of the church’s worship over the year. Some Anglicans claim that they have several distinct sources of authority: scripture, reason and tradition, and sometimes experience is also added. However, Radner and Turner disagree. Scripture is the primary reality that shapes the community’s tradition and reason and experience. They have no being apart from the shared reading of the Bible and the way this shapes the church’s knowledge of God and God’s world. There are not three or four sources of truth, but one, which is celebrated and reflected upon and lived out through history. 

In the light of this, it comes as no surprise that the authors condemn ECUSA’s introduction of novelties – like the consecration of a practising gay bishop – because these novelties have not arisen from the a catholic sense of the community’s own discernment of truth, but are the actions of one part of a global fellowship in defiance of their brothers and sisters across the world. 

The problem comes back to the critique of liberalism we looked at earlier. For Radner and Turner, the liberals running much of ECUSA assume that progress according to secular standards of human rights is intrinsically a good thing. And they claim a prophetic authority to act in the name of justice. But this prophecy and this justice are cut off from the immersion in scripture and bonds of common life and worship which should lead to caution and patience before introducing change. It is liberal arrogance, for liberals like radical conservatives are absolutely sure that God is on their side. 
This is a subtle form of conservatism, which doesn’t take refuge in fundamentalist certainties. It does not simply quote proof texts from the Bible to settle arguments, because it accepts that the answers to our questions can’t simply be read directly off the pages of scripture or the creeds. But it does reject the ideals of liberalism, and particularly any simplistic idea that the church should be inclusive. Inclusivity does not resolve disagreements, it just manages them. It does not bring people into communion, it merely provides a setting in which irreconcilable differences co-exist – and that falls far short of the vision of the church set out in, for example, the letter to the Ephesians.

Is this the death knell for inclusion? Is liberalism unmasked as a non-Christian ideology which spells ruin for the church? It is easy to be seduced by the sweeping vision of the new traditionalists, whose plausible historical and cultural explanations seems to leave nothing out, and offer an attractive alternative vision of the church as an alternative community. But if we press the arguments a little, we soon find that cracks begin to appear.

Dynamic conservatism claims to take history and conflict seriously. But it has little to say about the churches’ own investment in abusive forms of authority, except that they are passing anomalies. And this is where we can usefully learn from secular wisdom. In the wake of the racist murder of Stephen Lawrence, the 1993 MacPherson report analysed the role of the police, and introduced the idea of institutional racism into popular consciousness. Although the idea remains controversial, it does seem to touch on a dimension of power which cannot be adequately described in terms of individual prejudices. It suggests that structures and processes of working suck individuals into an oppressive logic, over which no one person has control. 
The MacPherson report was a public event, which brought into consciousness dimensions of power and abuse which had previously not been named in quite the same way. It was not merely an exercise of liberal individualism, nor was it a radical call to sweep away the current police institutions and start again. In other words it did not fall into the categories set out by Radner and Turner. But it did alter awareness and promote change in decisive, irrevocable ways.

I propose that the kind of analysis provided by the MacPherson report needs from time to time to be directed towards the church. For the church is not an innocent transmitter of tradition. The conflict, pride and abuse in which it has been involved are not merely the result of individual wickedness. They are also structural. Attitudes to the authority of women are a clear example of how the church as a structure has shaped itself and its members to exclude certain possibilities of human relationship and fulfilment on the basis of cultural prejudices. We might also mention racism and slavery, attitudes to dissenters and heretics, and the promotion of submission to feudal powers. 

I am not claiming that these issues are simple and one-dimensional. I am not arguing that the church is entirely corrupt, nor denying that there have been traditions and people who have questioned all of these structures of exclusion. But I do not see how Radner and Turner can either account for them or how they justify support for the movements which have campaigned for and won change in the church and wider society.

Let me give two examples, one quoted by the authors, the other not. The first is the question of the ordination of women, as one way in which the church affirms their full sacramental, public authority. Radner and Turner acknowledge that this has been hugely controversial, that in the Anglican communion, it is still disputed and that change came about without consensus. However, over time, the Anglican Communion has accepted that the ordination of women need not divide churches from one another.

My question is simply: why? There are clear scriptural teachings that women should not have authority over men in church and that they preferably should not speak and certainly not teach (1 Timothy 4). It was not the practice of the vast majority of the church to ordain women, and it is still not the practice of the vast majority of Christians who are Roman Catholic and Orthodox. Given Radner and Turner’s arguments, there could be no justification for making such an innovative move, unless the compromises of the Anglican communion are arbitrarily insulated from the rest of the Church. Also missing from their account of the manouevers of Anglican bodies which tried to resolve this issue is any acknowledgment of either secular pressures to accept the equality of women, or the critiques offered by feminist theologians of the church’s patriarchal structures. The result is that the change is made to look less radical, less revolutionary and less questioning of the natural evolution of tradition.
A second example is that of the civil rights movement in the USA. For many who opposed the abolition of slavery in the 19th century and the end of segregation in the 1960s and 70s, what was at issue was a community’s slowly evolved form of life, based upon the created order of different races. One could make a plausible case that the supporters of segregation were only being true to their tradition, and the way it unfolded.

Of course, this tradition was founded on a lie. And it was only handed on and sustained by communities which refused membership and a public voice to those who were considered alien, different and subhuman. Radner and Turner leave the reader with no clue how they would withstand the arguments of racists to maintain their cherished traditions, which were thought to be perfectly consistent with the Bible.

The conservatism they propose looks like a coherent, attractive vision of the church patiently working out its calling and discerning its path under God’s providential guidance. It does challenge liberals to examine more closely their theological roots, and their tendency to make arrogant claims that reason, justice and the Spirit of God are on their side. But patience can be a cloak for silencing dissent, and providence is a story written by those whom it seems to favour. Ideas like community and tradition and immersion into scripture are actually abstractions, and they are used by conservatives to rule innovation out of court. In fact, I would put it more strongly than this. By ignoring the possibility that our most cherished traditions and forms of community might turn out to be based on nothing but a will to power, they exclude the possibility of conversion, the breaking of our hearts and the overturning of our tables which is the shocking, exposing effect of Christ in our lives.
Are we just left with chaos, then, with a liberal God who just affirms our preferences and prejudices? I suggest not, because that charge refuses to engage with the actual historical struggles and patterns of discernment and conversion which have shaped the contemporary call for inclusion. 

One of the reasons Hugh and I wrote our book was to suggest that inclusion cannot simply be dismissed as novelty. It is a response to Christian revelation, to the nature of God shown in creation, in Christ and in the outpouring of the Spirit. It is part of the dynamic that builds communion, but that also makes it possible for the limits of that communion to be identified, and its borders broken open from time to time. 
For all the continuities of tradition and the accumulation of wisdom, there are also times of rupture, conversion and radical change not only for individuals but for the people of God. Creation itself represents a risk on God’s part. To create what is other than God is to introduce the reality of change, frailty and mortality into the ultimate nature of things. Creation cannot be undone. But the risk also makes meaningful human life and response to God possible. The image of God is present in our created humanity. That is our primary identity, against which all inequalities on the basis of other identities have to be measured. 

The Biblical identity of the people of God is forged through wandering, loss and exile, as much as through settlement and expansion. The idea that we find who we are by losing ourselves in confirmed by the teaching of Jesus and the pattern of his cross and resurrection. Identity is not a stable possession, a thing that is set in stone in creation. The risk of creation sets free a history of response to God in which our identity, tradition and sense of order are ever called into question.

And God’s revealed response to this situation is one of incarnation, of embodied solidarity with the world, of dispossession. The gospel witness is that Jesus ate with sinners and tax collectors, with the unclean and the sexually and financially prostituted. This does not imply approval of any or all of these patterns of life, but it does suggest that the things that separate people from God are man-made structures of alienation, oppression and exclusion. 

Perhaps most striking in the development of the church’s response to revelation is the mission to the Gentiles, without which the church simply would not exist. The Gentiles are eventually admitted to the church without having to become Jews. It is hard for us to recall how revolutionary this was. The New Testament itself cannot hide the bitter disputes that split the early community. At one point in his letter to the Galatians, Paul wishes that those who oppose him on this point would castrate themselves, such is his anger (Galatians 5.12). And there continued to be communities of Jewish Christians who would not accept the change. According to the Book of Acts, those who did accept the revolution did so for a reason: they could discern the presence and activity of the Holy Spirit among the gentile converts. The fruit of the Spirit were already in evidence.

In the light of these admittedly sketchy aspects of the Biblical story and the revelation of God in Israel and in Christ, I believe there are grounds for affirming an inclusive dynamic at the heart of the church’s identity and story. Indeed, we need to make this affirmation very strongly. It would be disastrous to abandon Scripture, tradition and sacrament to conservatism and retreat into a purist liberal sect. A commitment to inclusivity needs to be more risky, earthed, embodied and difficult than that.
Inclusion is not the same as saying that ‘anything goes’. Those who supported the consecration of Gene Robinson as Bishop of New Hampshire were not indifferent to the truth or to scripture, but believed they were interpreting them with faithfulness for our time. Inclusion, like any word – liberal, conservative, traditionalist – is imperfect, and if it suggests the absurd idea that the church should accept anything and everything, it needs to be challenged. But that is not where current arguments for inclusivity come from. They themselves have a tradition, rooted in revelation, shaped by secular and church struggles. They challenge our institutions and communities to confront their patterns of exclusion, and to ask whether they are truly responsive to the Biblical witness, the invitation of Christ, and the evidence of the Spirit’s presence. This form of inclusivity is demanding. It is a specific challenge to forms of exclusion from the church on the basis that some people are defined as less than fully human, as less than perfectly made in the image of God. It is not a carte blanche to do what you will, but a faithful exercise of judgement.
Those who argue that gay and lesbian people should play a full and open part in the life of the church do so because we have experienced the Spirit at work in them, and because their lives can be consistent with the faithfulness, gentleness, self-control, patience and love which the Bible puts at the heart of a Christian understanding of relationships. If these are present, as many conservatives admit, then why continue to exclude?
It is noteworthy that Radner and Turner do not quote the half a dozen proof texts used to justify Biblical opposition to homosexual practice. This is undoubtedly because they are subtle enough to know that these texts cannot be directly applied to our contemporary understanding of homosexuality without a lot of interpretative work and questionable judgements. 

Creation, interpretation and commitment cannot happen without risk and without questions arising in their wake. But is this anything more than a recipe for the kind of fragmentation that the authors of The Fate of Communion fear in which, to quote the book of Judges, everyone just does what is right in their own eyes (Judges 17.6)? Are there communal bonds and disciplines which can prevent us simply walking apart?
Their answer is to call us back to ideas of communion and catholicity. But we can no longer be naïve about such ideas. The temptation is to decide in advance who is part of our communion, and what the limits of our catholicity are. The result is that those whose bodies, desires and faces and voices don’t fit are excluded a priori. And this is actually a lack of patience and humility, precisely those virtues lauded by Radner and Turner when it suits their own agenda.
For a church to live with a continual questioning of the limits of diversity is a more uncomfortable path to take. Nevertheless, it may actually be less likely to lead to division than the current hardening of attitudes to orthodoxy, communion and purity we are witnessing in Anglicanism. If Anglicanism in its global form is to have any future, then individual churches will need to consult with others, and to ask themselves what the effect of changes they introduce will be. But this cannot be used to rule out in advance the possibility that local churches will, prayerfully, make changes appropriate to their context in order to be more hospitable to God and the stranger. And the church will have to live with some open questions about the precise bounds of communion, about whether changes will prove to last and bear fruit. Anglicanism perhaps still has a chance of modelling the ability to share in communion even as we disagree.

Radner and Turner worry that this makes the church a theological debating shop with no convictions of its own. But I would argue that a Christian inclusivity is rooted in the revelation that God deals with creation and humanity in a certain way – through risk, through incarnate vulnerability, through the excessive gift of the Spirit. The content of revelation cannot be divorced from the way it is given, and it is not given like a thunderbolt from the blue. It is given as enfleshed invitation, and we have a responsibility to work out in our time what that means. Then Bible itself is the paradigm of such a process. It does not speak with a single voice. There is no knock-down Biblical answer to every question. There is experience and struggle and innovation and argument and precious insight held in clay vessels. Such is revelation: it cannot simply be scripted in advance, and that is one of the primary lessons of Christian scripture. Perhaps the debates about the interpretation of the Bible would be helped if we all actually read it.
A commitment to inclusion welcomes such questioning as intrinsic to our identity, not merely as a danger to it, because it is one way in which we learn the discipline of hospitality. Inclusion is not merely an abstracted liberal ‘value’, an empty exercise of non-judgement. It is a virtue, whose pattern and substance is shaped by the lure of revelation. It is about who we are, about the kind of community we are: a community that always allows such questions of identity tremble before the approach of One who alone defines who we are and how we belong. Inclusive truth is personal truth, not in the sense of being driven by individual taste, but because its measure is that full stature of maturity we are called towards in Christ. For he calls us to a life without fearful anxiety about the Other. 

The paradoxes worth thinking about are pointers to a mystery of existence and grace that is at the heart of what it means to be created and to be human. These kind of paradoxes can never simply be ‘resolved’ like mental puzzles, but nor should they be dismissed as mere contradictions. The paradox of inclusive identity has to be lived, it has to be wrestled with as Jacob wrested all night with the man who was also an angel who was also God. It was a fight from which he emerged with a new identity, wounded, but still walking, bruised but blessed.
Inclusivity is not a nice, comfortable excuse not to think about who we are and where God is. It is an experience of searing grace, of being accepted, of encountering God in the stranger. It is a sign of truth. Perhaps it is only a broken sign. But that is more than enough.
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